Abstract: This paper starts with David Hay's data about the vast increase over the last fifteen years in people in the UK having religious experiences. This data confirms the underlying religious dispositions of the British, although there is clearly a significant decline of participation in religious institutions. However, as many have noted, religious organizations are amongst the strongest in civic society (more in church than involved in political parties). So we need to tap into the spiritual motivation to encourage a range of participation in civic society from boy scouts to rotary. The American sociologist Nancy Ammerman has shown that the more a person is involved in one organization the more they end up being involved in lots of organizations. Therefore spirituality is an important basis for civic engagement.
For some at Leeds Met, the theme of spirituality meeting civic engagement may sound odd. It will be odd on two levels. First, the word 'spirituality' sounds 'otherworldly' and preoccupied with the sense of the divine. One does not expect the word to be linked with the practical and 'this worldly'. Spirituality being linked to civic engagement sounds like McDonalds being linked to a low cholesterol diet -it looks like a stretch. Second, for those who believe that Richard Dawkins -Britain's professional atheist -anticipates the future, it is puzzling why we are still bothering with religion at all. The default secularism in British society, where congregations are getting smaller and increasingly composed of the elderly, leads the realm of the spiritual looking irrelevant.
Drawing on the insights learned from the social sciences -(a strength here at Leeds Met), this lecture will argue that both of these perceptions are mistaken. The argument will show that spirituality and religious belief in Britain is strong. However, civic engagement is weak (and this includes participation in congregations).
Interestingly, those who are involved in congregations are more likely to be involved in civic society. Then drawing on theology, I shall demonstrate that this sociological reality is also confirmed by theology -it is right and proper that an interest in God extends to an interest in humanity and community.
The Religious Disposition of the British
There is no disputing the significant decline in congregational participation. Unlike some of the traditional explanations for secularism (where religious decline was linked to modernity and science), the sociologist Steve Bruce attributes the decline to 'indifference'. Steve Bruce writes:
'We may want to explain the secularity of some elite groups (such as professional scientists) by the impact of science and rationalism, but to understand the mass of the population it is not self-conscious irreligion that is important. It is indifference. The primary cause of indifference is the lack of religious socialization and the lack of constant background affirmation of beliefs.' 1 There is a cultural shift at work here, which no longer takes religious catagories seriously. Hardy expressed his conviction that all of us as members of the species Homo sapiens have the potential for spiritual awareness. Amongst the thousands of metaphors human beings have used to describe it we might say: a presence rolling through all things, an unnamed power, God or the gods, a power coming from the unconscious, or … energy drawn from the earth itself. Hardy argued that this awareness is like a sense; it is there because it has an important function. It has indeed been "naturally selected" in the process of evolution because it helps us to survive. For Hardy, we are -to use a phrase found elsewhere -religious animals. At some point in our evolutionary history, we had experiences of the 'divine' that we distinguished from everyday experiences. And indeed there is evidence for this sort of sensitivity reaching back some 60,000 years into our human evolutionary history. Now of course, we might invoke the arguments of Karl Marx or Sigmund Freud or Emile Durkheim as an explanation for this data: the problem is that the scientific data does not support this.
People who experience the divine are often middle class (rather than poor as Marx would expect); they are often experiences which contrast sharply with our experience of our parents (contra Freud); and they are often counter-cultural (contra Durkheim). For Hay, the biological truth about humanity is that we have a 'spiritual sense' -a sense analogous with our other senses. And in situations where British people are invited to talk about these experiences, most have them.
So the British continue to be religious, albeit differently so from the past. They are having experiences of the transcendent and continue to affirm some reality beyond this world. They are also happy to allow a small minority to represent them in congregations. People who live in small villages around England want the church to remain open; they want services to be held; they want the church there when they need it;
and they are pleased that a small minority are doing the hard work of keeping their church operational on their behalf.
We can go further. The truth about the British is that the challenges facing the congregation extend beyond the congregation. Anything that requires people to join and organize is struggling. Civic society in Britain is in trouble. First, pressures of time and money, including the special pressures on two-career families, contributed measurely to the diminution of our social and community involvement during these years. . . . Second, suburbanization, communting, and sprawl also played a supporting role. . . Third, the effect of electronic entertainment -above all, television -in privatizing our leisure time has been substantial. . . .Fourth and most important, generational change -the slow, steady, and ineluctable replacement of the long civic generation by their less involved children and grandchildren -has been a very powerful factor.
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So the likeliest explanation, which I think can also be applied to Britain, is the following:
civic engagement became harder as our lifestyle required two-career families, commutes became longer, high quality home entertainment increasingly available, and as a membership generation was replaced by generations interested in small informal networks. Tapping into British religious sensitivity can help civic society Thus far we have seen two contrasting tendencies. The first is that the British remain robustly religious: the second is that the lack of membership of congregations is part of a wider (and in my view more disturbing) trend of organizational disinterest.
I shall now argue that the challenge is to link our religious sensitivities to greater participation in society. The British propensity towards spirituality needs an outlet in congregations and other organizations. Now at this point one might object that participation in a religious congregation is likely to dissipate the wider involvement in society. However, this is not the case. Indeed, as Robin Gill and Nancy Ammerman have shown, the opposite is true: a person who is involved in a congregation is more likely to be involved in other organizations.
Robin Gill's study draws on the data from the British Household Panel Survey. In this study, Gill explains, 'a very high 27% of members of voluntary service groups reported that they were weekly churchgoers (in the sample as a whole it was 11%) and 42% went at least once a month (it was 18% in the whole sample).' 12 Nancy Ammerman's Pillars of Faith demonstrates that persons of faith make much of the voluntary work in America possible. Often this is in a direct way -the congregation has a partner in the community or supports a denominational program committed to social justice; however, it is also in an indirect way -a person of faith simply gets involved in more organizations because of his or her faith commitments. Nancy Ammerman's work puts to rest an anxiety that a person's involvement in a congregation will make it less likely that he or she is involved in the community. The truth seems to be the opposite. Once a person has managed to leave the home for one evening a week, then it is likely that they will leave the home for two or three evenings a week. In other words, once a person joins one organization (say a congregation) that person is more likely to join another congregation. The secret is to get a person to join at least one organization.
Theological Reflection
The truth discerned by sociologists is confirmed by theology. God wants us involved in our communities. Part of the Imago Dei is our capacity to be in relationship with others.
Indeed, for the Abrahamic traditions, this is a primary reason why we are created. The universe came to be to enable sophisticated consciousness to emerge that has the capacity to relate to others -to give and receive love.
12 Robin Gill, Churchgoing and Christian Ethics, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1999), p.106
For some this seems just implausible. It seems to conflict with the growing knowledge that we have of the world through the physical and social sciences. But this is to force an unnecessary choice: we are not called to choose between either truths from Scripture or truths from the sciences. In the same way as there can be a picture of both an old women and a young women at the same time: so we need to learn to recognize that science (in all its form) can be illuminating and so can religion.
For those who are already sympathetic to a faith discourse, this sounds reasonable. The challenge then is to overcome all those factors that make the effort of leaving one's home on an evening so difficult. The British need to reconnect with organizations. And once this happens, it is likely that new habits will be created.
For those who are skeptical about religious discourse, the obligation to 'get involved' in civic organizations remains. There are plenty of good secular reasons for involvement.
However, I had better warn you: you will find yourself constantly surrounded by lots of odd religious people. They will be disproportionately present in the various organizations that you might join.
Conclusion
The work of this Institute for Spirituality, Religion and Public Life is enormously important. The Spirituality aspect captures an important aspect of life in modern Britain:
this is not a secular country. However, it also provides a real hope for the future. For all the data shows that if this spirituality can be tapped by congregations, then civic society can be transformed. So the 'religion' part of this Institute captures these organizations -
